Excerpt] One must have some knowledge of a society's conception of poverty in order to understand the existence of differing methods of poor relief over time and place. In The Idea of Poverty, Gertrude Himmelfarb presents a detailed account of England's poverty problem during the years 1750 to 1850 as seen by contemporary English economists, politicians, journalists, and novelists. She attempts to determine why the image of poverty, and of the poor, changed over those years and how the popular image of the poor influenced society's methods of relieving poverty. The result is a book that anyone concerned with the problem of poverty, either in current or past times, will find both interesting and useful.
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One must have some knowledge of a society's conception of poverty in order to understand the existence of differing methods of poor relief over time and place. In The Idea of Poverty, Gertrude Himmelfarb presents a detailed account of England's poverty problem during the years 1750 to 1850 as seen by contemporary English economists, politicians, journalists, and novelists. She attempts to determine why the image of poverty, and of the poor, changed over those years and how the popular image of the poor influenced society's methods of relieving poverty. The result is a book that anyone concerned with the problem of poverty, either in current or past times, will find both interesting and useful.
The book is divided into four parts. Part 1 focuses on Adam Smith and Thomas Malthus. Himmelfarb contrasts the optimistic and moral economics of Smith with the pessimistic and "demoralized" economics of Malthus; and she attributes the victory of Malthus's "principle of population" over Smith's theory to "the dismal realities of life in the first half of the nineteenth century" (p. 135).
In part 2, the author analyzes the conception of poverty contained in the 1834 Report of the Royal Poor Law Commission and in the Poor Law Amendment Act, as well as the subsequent literature attacking the New Poor Law that emanated from both ends of the political spectrum. Individual chapters are devoted to the opposi-tion of the Tory press, Thomas Carlyle, William Cobbett, the radical newspaper The Poor Man's Guardian, the Chartists, and Friedrich Engels.
The third part is mainly an analysis of Henry Mayhew's London Labour and the London Poor (1861-62), an important work because it redefined poverty as a cultural rather than an economic problem, and thus one that would not necessarily be solved by continued economic growth. Part 4 analyzes the concept of poverty portrayed in the contemporary fiction. The "social" novels of Dickens, Disraeli, and Gaskell are discussed in detail, as well as the works of the now-forgotten "sensationalist" writers, such as William Ainsworth and G. W. M. Reynolds.
Persons interested in social, economic, or labor history will be indebted to Himmelfarb for bringing together the immense amount of information contained in The Idea of Poverty. Few historians could have written such a book; Himmelfarb is equally adept at discussing the political economy of Smith, the "old" radicalism of Cobbett, and the novels of Gaskell.
Unfortunately, the book is less successful in total than in the sum of its parts. Although Himmelfarb's analyses of individual writers are almost uniformly superb, there are two serious problems with the overall work. First, her choice of contemporaries to include (and emphasize) must be questioned. A list of influential persons virtually ignored here would include Joseph Townsend, David Davies, Patrick Colquhoun, Arthur Young, David Ricardo, and John Stuart Mill. There is surprisingly little discussion of contemporary attitudes toward the Old Poor Law during the critical period from 1795 to 1834. Because of this omission, we are led to believe, incorrectly, that serious criticism of the Poor Law did not begin until the publication of Malthus's Essay on Population in 1798. The analyses of Eden's State of the Poor (1797) and Chadwick's Sanitary Report (1842) are far too short, given the importance of those works. On the other hand, Himmelfarb's chapters on the social novels of Dickens, Disraeli, and Gaskell are excessively detailed and often repetitive. And the excellent chapter on Engels seems out of place, since The Condition of the Working Class in England was not published in Britain until 1892.
The book's other problem is that it offers almost no discussion of society's conception of poverty. In her introduction, Himmelfarb claims that there were "rapid change[s] of social climate" during this period, but these are difficult to discern in the book. Are we to assume that Smith's "optimistic" view of political economy was accepted by society at large during the period between the publication of The Wealth of Nations and that of Malthus's Essay on Population, and that Malthus's hypothesis became dominant thereafter? Apparently not, in light of the divergence of thought among Smith's "disciples" and the strong attacks on Malthus discussed by Himmelfarb in chapters 3 and 4. Did the concepts of poverty put forward by Carlyle and Cobbett have a significant influence on society? As Himmelfarb admits, the fact that their work was widely read does not necessarily mean that they were influential. Finally, it should be noted that the actual administration of poor relief at the parish level changed much less during this period than did the ideas of poverty Himmelfarb portrays. It is not possible, therefore, to equate the writings of influential contemporaries with the behavior of society toward the poor.
This conclusion in no way detracts from the importance of The Idea of Poverty. It is a pioneering work, one that we can hope will lead to similar studies of other countries and time periods.
George This book is an instructive account of union organizing during the New Deal period, and unusual because it describes the only industrial AFL union in manufacturing that survived the disasters of the early 1920s.
The International Brotherhood of Pulp, Sulphite and Paper Mill Workers was created in 1905 as a spinoff from the International Brotherhood of Paper Makers. The Paper Makers, faithful to AFL tradition, were not interested in equal rights for what they called "unskilled" workers. Taking everyone the Paper Makers did not want, the Pulp Workers became an industrial-type union. After a decade of slow growth, the new union, led after 1917 by a young socialist, John P. Burke, shared in the membership expansion of World War I. Although the Union suffered severe postwar problems, it refused, unlike other industrial unions, to give up. It entered the thirties with a few thousand
